THE CORPORATE SOCIETY: THE VILLAGE COMMUNITY
peasants was imperilled, and with its loss went their best
title to the rights of freemen. Economic influences operated
in the same direction. The Church and other large pro-
prietors with land to spare settled it with tenants, over whom
at a stroke they could establish a 'lordship.' In other cases
the manorializing process was at work in the village itself.
The devastations of the Northmen who raided these shores,
the recurrence of bad harvests, the harshness of the criminal
code, would easily suffice to ruin the peasants and enable
rich proprietors to tighten their grasp upon land which once
lay in the absolute ownership of the villagers.
The momentous revolution which disrupted the economic
basis of Early English society, and covered the face of the
country with servile communities, was powerfully reinforced
by the growth of the feudal system defined as the social and
political domination of a military and land-owning aristo-
cracy. The weakness of the central government forced men
in an age of general insecurity to 'commend9 themselves to a
lord and become his clients in return for a promise of pro-
tection. The lordless man who had no patron to befriend him
was depicted in Anglo-Saxon poetry as a social outcast, 'He
who experiences it knows what a cruel companion anxiety is to
one who has no kind guardians.' In theory commendation
need only be a purely personal bond without implicating
the land. Still what was really essential in those troubled days
was security of tenure; men required protection not so much
for themselves as for the title to their property in case a
violent neighbour wrested their land from them. But when
a freeholder relied on a lord to safeguard his tenure, feudal
doctrine regarded the title to his land as dependent upon the
will of his lord who was now held to be the true owner. At the
same time the growth of private or seigniorial courts, either
as a result of royal grants or by usurpation, brought large
sections of the community under the judicial authority of a
lord and made possible the degradation of great masses of
the freemen. If a suitor attended a private court instead of a
national court his legal status gradually deteriorated; often
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